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ABSTRACT 

The National History Day Program (NHDP) is designed 
to promote student competency and interest in carrying out original 
research while improving student achievement and critical thinking 
skills. Students select a topic, conduct research, and prepare a 
presentation for regional, state, and national competitions. The 
present research focused on active learning and the NHDP and took the 
form of in-depth interviews. A high school teacher who had been 
involved with the program for nine years was interviewed, as was one 
student r a high school junior, who was involved with the program for 
the first time. The '.eacher and student participated in three 
90-minute interviews of which this paper presents selected 
highlights, toong other findings, it is reported that both the 
teacher and student expressed highly positive feelings about their 
experiences with the NHDP. (DB) 
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Method 

My topic is active learning and the National History Day Program 
(NHDP). The purpose of the NHDP, which involved over 300,000 students 
in 1989, is to promote student competency and interest in carrying out 
original research while improving student achievement and critical 
thinking skills. Students select a topic related to an annual theme. 
They then find, analyze, interpret and organize data, relate the data 
to an historical context, and develop a presentation on that topic in 
one of four areas: paper, group/individual project, groap/iadividual 
media, or group/individual performance. Depending on how successful 
the students are at regional and state competitions, the program lasts 
from six to nine months and culminates in state winners competing at 
the national level, in June, at the University of Maryland. 

I interviewed one high school teacher who has been involved in 
the Program for nine years and who last year had national winners. I also 
interviewed one student, from a different school, who was involved in 
the Program for the first time this year (1990). She is a junior in 
high school. The teacher and student participated in three, ninety minute 
interviews. The first interview - Historical and Biographical - concen- 
trated on the participants' backgrounds up to the time of their involvement 
in the NHDP. The second interview - the Present - focused on the details 
of the participants* experiences in the NHDP. The third interview - 
the Meaning - asked the participants what their experiences in the NHDP 
mean to them. 

In terms of my topic, I have selected the most pertinent parts of 
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the interviews. Ellipses indicate edits of repetitions, pauses or words. 
The student's words are in italics. 

In Their i Words 

The Present 

It means a lot of work because I'm right in the middle now of getting 
kids ready for state competition « It means dealing with students on a 
different level instead of, you know, just a teacher in a classroom 
situation. You get to meet with the kids on a one to one basis which I 
love, really enjoy doing. ... I would say that getting to know some of 
these students and seeing their developments, their growth in a lot of 
different areas is really extra special as a teacher because that's what 
you're working towards. 

I've always been a teacher who felt the best way for students to learn is to 
get totally involved and, you know, whether it^s through group activities 
where the kids are doing hands on projects or something. . . . 



I like. ant. . . . W not tike ihe nonmal dcujt, whe/ie you 
ju^t 6lL down and you have, to JUann ^>omei/ung, Ifou get to do ^ometfiJjig. . . 
I took cutt Icut yecui and Vm talcing ut again ihLf> yea/i and next yean. I 
dont know. IV ^ . . . and ihL^ yeoA. I took dAoioing and painting. 
Ikat iM/> ^/l cau/>e urn ... /he took 0}ie of, the /keleton/> piom the />clence 
/loom and we djieh) the /JcelexKon 40 we couM leann oJLout itue ione/> and >t>taU* . 
It [ /Ai/uieatu>tlc painting] wa^ neat. I did thi/> cJty and it had a unico/m 
flying ove/i it and lightening wa^ coming out of hi/> hom/> onto the city. 
It wa^ g/ieat (iaugh/>). I wa/> 40 p/ioud of my.belf. . . If you' ne djiaioing 
/>omething fnom you/i imagination . . . you know, you can ju/>t, oh ya, it' 6 
/>uppo/>ed to look like that (iaugtu). 



History to me has always been interesting because there are so many aspects. 
It's so complex. You have to take it all apart - a particular event - take 
all the factors that cause it to happen, then put it together again so you 
can see that overall picture, and I always enj . . . liked puEzles. . . . 
It's always nice when the kids finally can see that whole picture from the 
separate parts and not just try to memorize facts without making any 
connections or anything. 

The difficult thing with teaching a survey course is that you're sort of 
locked into covering a certain amount of time and it is very difficult to 
focus on any one topic for any length of time ... and so you deal with 
things so superficially, that the kids don't really have a good understanding 
of the cause and effect ... and so they don't retain it as well, because 
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they don't really understand it. . . . 

To me, that it, the best part about History iJay - students refine and 
refine and refine which never happens in an ordinary classroom. You do a 
[research] project, you pass it in, you get a grade and it gets back to 
you and that's the end of it. 



Vd /icdJia/i do iJvU. Re^exuicJi pape/u . . . cute, io/ting. I haia ihem (laughs). 
UeM, a /Le,^acuich papo/i - ^JJ:^ ju^t, you kaou) - jiu>i a lunch 0/ wo/dU and 
ihe/ia Q/ie. A>o many mii^ in iM ZngtUk language a&.oui wkal you can w/ilU and 
whai you can't. . . . UeM, X don t do a lot In JbchooL ... I don t tike, 
any 0/ ihe, cla/>^(U /leaUy. . . . UeM, you ju/>t Jbit tlx^Jie, and thay teM you 
cornet/ting and then they give you a tect and you teM it /tight iack to them. 
Eveyiyiody hoc the />ame onMoen^ (laugfu>) on the te^t H you did it /tight. 

Backgrounds and Other Interests 

I UKU like hypen kid (laugh/>). I /ton OAOund oM the time. I climAed 
trie^ and juct /lan abound all the time . . . and I u/>ed to ^uoim too. Ue 
lived kindu neaA a pond. It im^ within walking distance />o I uced to 
Mim all the time in the cummeji. . . . I didn't cwie, I played owUide in 
the fiain and eve/^^ihing until my mothen, djtagged me in. I didn't tike to 
cit in the hou/>e. 



[In the] neighborhood there were a lot of children my age and we were 
always outside playing something whether it was pick up softball game or 
hide and seek or, you know, all those children's games that you play, ah, 
paper dolls and play school and we were always doing things that used our 
imagination. We'd make our own fun. We didn't have a lot of games and 
things like that. . . . That was really wonderful. ... I think it really 
developed our imaginations. So, I remember being very active that way. 
It wasn't sitting in the house. We were always busy doing things. 



1 love my horue. lie' /> the le^t thing. . . . He thinks he' c a pe/uon. . . . 
He' ^ ceven yea/u old now. He wac nevea. taken away piom hu^ mothe/i />o he 
think/> he' a iaty too. . . . And, urn, I call him Oiat±e/i iecmice he 
wiggles hie lipc like he' c toying to talk. ... I u>{>ed to do >t>ome jumping. 
I uced to lea^e a ho/ue and I did come jumping with hejt Hut the lea^e 
/ton out and che wasn't up ^o/i lecue again a^teji that lecxiiue che uku> 
getting oldeA, and, urn, />he died in Septemlea,. . . . And my horue now, he'c 
young. Hji doesn't know how to jump yet, co we'/ie going to ie competing, 
competing juct, um, in a ieginneyi' c courue. 

I thin/^'£fui iand' /> teen my ^avo/tite [activity] anyway in />chool. . . . ijou 
meet a lot 0/ new people. I met endLleJb/> people - ju/>t the otheA. kid/> 
and alt the di^^eaent in/>tAucto/t>i>. ... I mean it woe />om^thing neio and 
/leatty di^^ejient that I'd neven done ie^o/te. . . . In tke beginning, it woe 
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koAd. I cUxin* i know hoio I got my^e£4 ihai - p/iactlca - iAomp-ing 

iack and -^onJJi and geiting hot and mexitiy and &.eJjig ifvuuty -tike, all ihe, 
time and jiut exhaiuied - I maan, a/Jje/i p/iacLice. - jiut exhatutad ^o/i the, 
/le^t 0/ ike. day . . . jaA>t .Uad to /xleep. And, urn, a^JLen aidu£a, It paM 
o// with compeiAjLion^ and ^tu^/.. €veAyt/ting came tcgeiheA. I Like zompdLing. 

I t/Ued hand, I tiked competing. Like one o/i ti)0 0^ them I didn't 
neatly Uy and, I mean, we did good, iui I didn't ^zel a^ good alout it 
&Jicxiiue I knew I didn't Viy a6 hayid a^ I couM have* 



I do remember I was extremely involved in extracurricular activity* . ♦ • 
See I went to a small high school. ... We had to do everything, because 
there were so few of us. So, I mean, I wasn't that terrific an athlete, 
but I did play softball and I did play basketballl and participated in 
other activities. And we had a girl^s athletic association and I became 
President of the, ah, High-Y Program run through the school and the YMCA. . . . 
I just enjoyed all those things. 

When I was in high school, I did want to work with children. ... I was 
thinking more of being a Y director and when I first took courses . . . 
I was actually taking coursss in phys ed. . . . I left school at the end 
of two years. ... At that point in time, that's what I really wanted 
to do was get married and have a family. • . . Like I said, I had left 
to get married, I had my four children, got a divorce and then knew that 
I would be a working woman* . . . When this happened, my mother talked to me 
and she said, "You know, I always felt bad you didn't finish school. Would 
you think it would be possible for you to do it with the children and every- 
thing?" And I said, "Gee, I don't know if I could handle the work and then 
still raise a family," because I had children - when I started back, I think 
my children ranged in age from thirteen to a year and a half. . . . Well, 
it took me about six or seven years, I think, to do this on a part-time basis. 

My husband, my ex-husband at the time, was not supportive of me doing this. 
In fact, you know, he kept on saying, '^^hy don't you go out and get a job 
if you're going to do this?" My family was very supportive and my children 
were quite cooperative. My oldest child's a girl which helped lot, 
because she, you know, was old enough to help me and I think that's why she 
said she'd never change a diaper again after that. She practically had to 
raise the youngest one. 



History Day and The Meaning 

7 he ieache/i and the oihen teadieru dezided that the whole, that eveyiyiody 
wa^ going to have to do a p/iojeci /o/i the fLL^to/iy Day. It counted a^ a 
te/>t gnade, ^0 we all did one and had a, you know, a tittle p/ie^cntaiion 
in the liAjixuiy. So coe did the ^iae dbepanijnent. . , . Boih o^ u/> knew 
people in the /Jjie depanJjnent - heji Dad and . . . my Loypiiend,, the ^Jjieman 
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arul urn, ive did ii on [aaim toion] ^Jji^^ghLing ^ And it UKUa'tf 
wcua't /lecMy ihat kand IL^ccui^^ evejiything' a> Jt^tiil down tcejie. that ihey 
had piom ike, de^ginrung. Tkeuj have all the. log &oo/c6 and iJusjie' Jti a lot 
0^ people, aA.ound that kneid hoio it ^OAted* . ♦ • 



We always joke about the fact that History Day is a misnomer and it 
really should be History Day, not History Day, but History Year, because 
it is a year long activity. Well, we start usually about the end of 
September because this is about the time we assign our Fall semester projects 
for our history classes. ... I make it an optional way of doing a research 
project for the Fall. They can either do this, do a family search or do 
a traditional research paper. ... I usually give them approximately three 
weeks to come up with a proposal - ah, what their topic would be. We 
look at what the theme is for that particular year, discuss what would 
be entailed, what they really have to focus in on. 



Oufi ^chedule^ ojue totally dl^^ejuznt (laugh/>). It uku hoAd getting the 
time to />pend on it together, ^o tMough mo^t ofi it ue divided it, like 
you knob), you'll do lhu> and I'll do iKu>, cau^^e toe ju^ didn't have 
tMne to />pend together loiih it. . . . But, urn, it uku eajf>leA doing it togethe/i 
I think. . . , yVow u)e don't have to do a teAm papeA. . . . / wa4 going to 
do a i^AM papeA, &ut I ju^t ^nM, "Naaa" (laugh/>). I . . 7eAm pape/u, 
they'/ie p/ietiy &.o/iing and thlb i^ /tz/i. IJou get to go out . . . and you can 
ju^t do it hoiveveA you want, you know, it' ^ ju/>t how we can do what we want 
/leally with it. you can come up with youa own idea^ and tny to leoAn, like, 
the mo^t aJLout thing 



The fact is they have an ownership on this. . . .It's really theirs, 
cause they^ve invested so much in it Even when you do a research paper, 
how many research papers are done in one week or one night for a lot of 
students, but not this. . . . [When] they present this, this is them they 
are presenting. This represents what I'm all about, and they take pride 
in that because they come to understand that, and it's very hard too in 
that sense that sometimes if they don't win, it can be very, very difficult 
to handle for them. . . . 

We have had tears which can make you feel very embarrassed. ... It is, 
for some people, it is a very emotional time because they have Invested 
so much of themselves into this. And it's very hard on your self~estecm 
especially for someone that age. It would be difficult for an adult who 
had invested that much time and energy into something and not to win, 
especially if you feel yours is just as good as somebody else's. . . . 
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Ue ccMd in AQ^cond in oiui cLiiU^ion. ... I mum we hod teen up, £ike, 
p/iacticxiMy ihe whole night te^o/^je. Oh-, we goiJLa do iALt> aid we gotta 
do that, yea know, ie^o/ie, in ge^iiUng ruiady /o^ tt, and, mi, we. wene ju^t 
^0 exhau^tzd at the. end, wli didn't canjz i^ we won o/i £oyf>:i. Ue jiut 
wanted to get out 0/ theAje and cc home (taught). 

Oh, you feel absolutely vonderful, you really do - especially if it's 
someone uhat has really worked hard and has really growa, not only 
academically but you ca^ see character,, you know traits, character traits 
that you can see, have really improved. ... It gives some students so 
much self-confidence, especially if you see somebody come out of their 
shell. . . . And, you just Sf^e them and they're just so proud and you're 
just as proud of them as they are. . . . For some of l.hem to say, "I didn't 
believe I could do this. Th.is is wonderful. I just, vdth all that 
competition, I can't believe I've won," .... And that is just a 
wonderful feeling, you're so happy for these kids. 

/ thJnk it* ^ fjun. I had a good time. ... I kirda leaaned I'm a AjeaJL 
competitive pe/u>on. . . . / mjean the^ie' ^ 40 many di^^jenjent way^ you can 
^ay thJng/> . . . when you thinJt aJLout it, cmue you can ju^t do >60 many 
di^^^/ient things to get youn. point, ac/io^^. 

[At the National competition] they get acquainted \d.th kids from other 
areas of the United States doing the same things and having some of the 
same problems . . . and attacking that type of activity. And I've had 
kids who've gone away to college and come tack and said," ... my roommate 
participated in History Day the same year i did and he was at Nationals and 
we didn't even know each other. Isn't th?.t incredible?" And knowing how 
to go about doing something that requires that much research and ability 
to present that information in an entertaining and informative and, you know, 
accurate manner ... so, it gives them that experience of having done 
that before. 

Conclusions 

Wbat:I".Have .tearned^abeut-Inrdeptb later viewing : 

1. In-depth interviewing is time-consuming and can be tedious o 

2. The interviewer has to develop good listening skills. 

3. The interviewer has to be flexible enough to follow unexpected 
directions the interview migh% take. 

4. Analyzing data is slow. 

5. Transcribing data is slower. 

6. The interviewer needs decent recording equipment. 

7. You can leain a lot about a person in an in-depth interview. 

8. Interviewing a teenager is quite different from interviewing an 
adult. 
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What I Have Learned about the Interviewees and History Day 

1. Two people's experiences in the NHDP are positive, but I don't 
know how much I can generalize from these experiences, 

2. The student dislikes rules. 

3. These two people are very active, like competition, and like 
being with other people. 

4. The student does not like school as a whole. 

5. The teacher uses the NHDP as a supplement to the regular 
curriculum. 

6. The teacher uses the NHDP in honors classes only although anyone 
in school may enter the Program. 

7. The student wishes more of school were like the NHDP. 

8. The teacher wishes she could do more in school using the NHDP 
as a model and has incorporated parts of the Program into a new 
course. 

9. It is a lot of work for the student and teacher. 

10. The teacher and student feel good about themselves in relation to 
the NHDP. 

Questions 

1. If this Program meets the needs of teachers and students, why 

0 doesn't it becone the curriculum instead of a supplement to it? 

2. Do lower ability students enter this Program? If not, why not? 

3. What parts of this Program can teachers incorporate into the 
regular curriculum? 

4. Once students develop presentations how are they used in the 
classrooms? 

5. How do teachers evaluate the presentations? 
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